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  Foreword


  AS A CITY DWELLER WHO HOPES ONE DAY TO MOVE TO THE country, I have great admiration for people who have turned this dream into a reality. Month after month I meet farmers, artisans, and homeowners whose passion for living the rural life is an inspiration to me. Writer Steve Coffman is one such hardy soul. As a young married man living in Ann Arbor, Michigan, Steve and his wife, Bobbie, decided to take the plunge: They purchased a rambling 129-acre farm in New York’s Finger Lakes region with house and outbuildings in various stages of disrepair. Over the years, the Coffmans renovated their home and tried their hand at subsistence gardening, raising chickens and livestock, and a host of other skills rarely used in urban areas. Along the way, Steve recorded the ups, downs, and in-betweens of life on the farm.


  In this delightful collection of essays you’ll meet Steve and Bobbie, their children, Zack and Annie, and an ever-changing cast of characters from colorful locals to house pets, farm animals, birds, reptiles, and insects of all shapes and sizes. What struck me most about Steve’s writing was its ability to capture the very essence of country life—the sights, sounds, and smells of the flower-filled meadows, cavernous barns, and winding back roads all vividly portrayed. There is also a healthy dose of humor sprinkled throughout the book (Steve’s parents’ first visit during an infestation of cluster flies comes to mind). Chicken Justice and Other Unexpected Lessons in Country Living may motivate some readers to start searching for their own piece of land, while others may decide to stay put a while longer. Whichever group you fall into, I’m sure you will enjoy these stories as much as I did.


  —Nancy Mernit Soriano

  Editor-in-Chief, Country Living







  Prologue


  The Farm


  IN THE LATE SUMMER OF 1972, WE MOVED FROM ANN ARBOR, Michigan, to a sparse rural area in the Finger Lakes region of western New York, me driving a twenty-foot Ryder rental truck full of our worldly goods, Bobbie alternately leading and following in our beat-up ’64 Buick Electra, her with nine-month-old Zack, his traveling necessities and our neurotic cat Jason.


  We’d both cut our hair for the trip, looking almost as we had when we’d first met six years before, despite all that had changed. In Ann Arbor, my kinky black hair had grown out like a bushy silhouette of asparagus fronds (the only time in my life my hair had ever been remotely “fashionable”). I’d cut it because I didn’t want to affront our new country neighbors before we even got a chance to know them. Bobbie had cut her hair more for summer coolness and style—its walnut brown flow shaped in full bangs across her forehead, following the line of her high cheekbones and oval plain-framed glasses, feathering in downy tufts across the tops of her ears and lovely neck, the tufts brushed prematurely with gray.


  “Little wings—I hate them!” she berated herself. “Every time I cut my hair, I end up with these stupid little wings!”


  I liked them. Just as I liked the strawberry birthmark that splotched the right side of her neck, arm and shoulder. I especially admired the way that she wore the birthmark as just a natural part of who she was, not needing to make it into either beauty mark or blemish, never giving the least thought to concealing it.


  Her forthrightness and joyful buoyancy hadn’t changed a bit. Nonetheless, our dreams and plans had veered dramatically, from expressway to blue-line back road. We’d both always been city people, me from South Bend and Bobbie from Detroit. When first married, our dream had still been to live in San Francisco or New York, or maybe in some large vital college town. We’d hardly considered anything else. I was a burgeoning playwright; Bobbie was working on her doctorate in psycholinguistics—a playwright had to live near theaters, and psycholinguistics was hardly the kind of field where one could simply put up one’s shingle.


  But then, in the spirit of those times, we more and more found ourselves lured by nature and the quest to find our place in it. Our country rides became longer and longer. We began picking shaggy manes and puffballs on a nearby golf course, stalking wild asparagus on abandoned railroad tracks, even trying to grow corn and tomatoes at the end of the oil-soaked gravel parking lot behind one of our apartments.


  When two of our friends, Fritz and Mary, moved to the boonies of Maine and sent us back pictures of their garden and pet pig, we were so vicariously green that we began devouring Strout catalogs and United Farm Agency printouts that described “farmettes,” “handyman specials” and “gorgeous rural acreage.” By the time we helped our friends Ransom and Rosie move to a little farm outside of Nixa, Missouri, and watched their two small daughters Phaedra and Nicole playing barefoot in the barn and the creek, we knew we wanted that for our children, too.


  Bobbie was pregnant with Zack when we camped from Michigan to Maine looking for affordable farmland. Our greatest surprise was the beautiful rolling hills of rural New York, the land prices almost as cheap as interior Maine. The following June, after Bobbie had received a teaching offer from Keuka College, we made a second trip to Yates County and began looking in earnest, staring at the ancient wiring, plumbing and foundations of twenty or thirty former farmhouses, tasting the water, poking in corners and basements, trying to fit one of these dilapidated structures to our meager skills, modest budget and expansive dreams.


  One of the “farms” (which hadn’t actually been a working farm for about ten years) belonged to Ed and Vera Dombroski. Ed told us he’d tried unsuccessfully to sell it several times before, explaining that he’d already ruined one kidney from all his bouncing on tractors, and it still hadn’t been enough for him to make a living without also having to work a full night shift in the boiler room down at Corning Glass, an hour’s drive there and back.


  Being city people, the first thing we looked at was the house, which Ed hardly seemed to care about at all. The rambling two-story farmhouse was built solidly, but very rough: no electricity in the bathroom or heat upstairs; no insulation in any of the walls; a cave-damp dirt-floor basement that—along with the warped, unpainted clapboard siding—housed an amazing array of rodents, wasps, spiders, reptiles, even a few amphibians.


  Yet, outside, the porchlessly utilitarian structure had its amenities: the house framed by forsythias and wild rose bushes, the front yard well shaded by a wild cherry tree, an enormous white ash, and a very old but still vital sugar-pear tree whose branches spread out like tresses of gray-streaked hair, its truck curving and thickening to broad heart-shaped hips. This pear tree reminded me of a marvelously mature woman…not ostentatious, but free-spirited and full of whimsical charm, who would, season by season, be filling her hair with bolts of white flowers, luscious golden baubles, clacking icy dreadlocks, and pillows of snow.


  While it was just a tree, because of its place directly in front of the house, it was also a vivacious greeting…an example of how I hoped we would age.


  After he dutifully showed us the house, Ed Dombroski took us for a long walk over the land, pointing out the various fallen and falling-down outbuildings: horse barn buried under brambles, turkey house half collapsed, maple sugar shack weathered but still solid, two large machine sheds—one needing a new roof, the other needing a new everything, and especially the old barn that was still square, despite the gaping holes in its weathered siding.


  Clearly, Ed had more feelings for the barn than for the house. After pulling a few weeds at the base of the lower barn door and screeching it open on its rusty pulley, he hesitated for a moment to stare into its haunted emptiness, his memories mixing with the pungency of old manure and spoiled hay stuck in cracks between the hand-hewn rafters.


  As soon as we ducked in through the wide, low doorway, we instantly had to duck again because of the dozen or so careening barn swallows that startled and thrilled us with their acrobatic darting and electric…eep eep…warnings as they flashed past our shoulders and faces.


  “Just swallows,” Ed murmured, showing us their numerous mud nests attached to the sides of the split-tree joist beams.


  Ed’s attention was fixed on the old rusted stanchions and the long-neglected milk house. Reaching up to the slanting crotch of a pegged beam, he took down a three-legged plank-top milking stool that he had used as a boy. With a musty sigh, he petted a skinny calico barn cat named Party Girl that came up to him on top of a stanchion rail.


  In contrast to the dank and musty smell of the lower barn, the upper barn was full of light and space and the warm patina glow of old wood. The dry hay dust that we kicked up glittered like tiny diamond flecks in the shafts of sunlight angling down through the broken-board spaces and the small hayloft window near the peak of the cathedral-like ceiling—the same holes that the flock of pigeons had flittered madly out of, abandoning their rafter roosts as soon as we’d climbed the grass slope and stepped into the top section of the barn.


  “Still in pretty good shape. Might be you could use it for something,” Ed said with another kind of sigh, sure that whatever it was we might be wanting this place for it wasn’t going to be farming.


  At last, having shown us every structure, Ed walked us over every field and boundary of the 129 rolling acres of this land that his family had farmed for parts of three generations. Actually, he seemed to be showing it off to us more than trying to sell it. As we pushed through the thigh-high midsummer weeds—fields that he still referred to as corn fields, potato fields and pastures, but that were now rolling waves of mixed grasses and wildflowers, brambles and tiny trees—he rambled on about tiling springs, clearing trees by hand, pulling stumps with horses and ropes. He showed us the stump fences that still stood, as did the huge rock piles that he had once hauled by hand into the hedgerows.


  Ed loved the land; he just couldn’t stand it anymore: couldn’t stand farming it—barely breaking even for all that work; and couldn’t stand not farming it, the barn empty except for memories…the fields fallow and less farmable each year.


  When we expressed our delight at the multitude of tiny maples, knee-high oaks and shagbark hickories, Ed muttered, “Goddarn little trees—took my father and uncles most of two years to clear these fields, usin’ horses and chains. These’re already mostly too big t’ bushhog anymore. Darn little oaks got roots t’ go down twice as far as they are high!”


  We certainly had sympathy for the depths of Ed’s feelings (which seemed to go down at least twice as far as he was high); yet turning a piece of open land back to wild hardwood forest was exactly what we had in mind.


  As we walked, we saw two woodchucks, a red-tailed hawk, a flock of crows in the skeletal branches of a giant dead elm. We scared up a ruffed grouse—which stopped our hearts as it whirred up in a panic practically from our feet. We saw a doe and her fawn—bounding from field to field down the long slope of the back section, their two white tails rising and falling in tandem as we watched them recede and disappear into the lower woods.


  Long before the two-hour walk brought us back to the house, Bobbie and I had exchanged enough grins and wide-eyed looks to know that—God willin’ an’ the crick don’t rise—we were home.


  After a bit of obligatory dickering (we asked that the old upright piano in the house and some stacked lumber in the barn be included), we agreed to the asking price of $29,500, which was a good buy even in those days. And Ed seemed to think it was a good deal for them too.
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